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Track Shoes 
 
When I was in high school, I liked to run, and I joined the track team. 
I thought that after a few practice sessions, I should buy special track 
shoes, but the wise coach told me to wait, knowing that not everyone 
who came out for the team would remain. Later, when I was told to 
purchase a pair of track shoes with spikes, I felt pride that my 
commitment to the team was recognized. When I wore those shoes, 
which were intended for sprinters who ran on dirt tracks, I learned 
some lessons about life which are as true now as they were then.  
 
As soon as I put on the thin-soled shoes, I could feel the ground 
beneath my feet, and the spikes certainly did help with sprint starts. 
But my feet and legs hurt when I used them. Running, which had 
previously been a natural motion, now required particular exercises in 
order to make use of these special shoes. What started out as fun 
became in some manner, work. The commitment I had so easily made 
to become a member of the track team called for sacrifices I had not 
foreseen. We do not know the future, only the present moments in 
which we make our decisions. Parenting, or accepting promotions to 
greater responsibility at work, or volunteering to help others, follows 
the pattern of making commitments without knowing the challenges 
and the costs that lie ahead. We are not crazy. We are human and 
possibly at our best, when we decide on actions that match our gifts 
and into which we place much of our energy.  
 
Wishes and fantasies are not the basis for commitments. When I tied 
those spikes onto my feet, I dreamt about running swiftly and winning 
races. When I competed with runners who were much faster, and 
when I caught a cold and could hardly practice, the fantasies gave way 
to reality. I had only moderate ability, and moderate health. I 
continued to run on the team, but for different reasons, ones that are 
common among us: to improve, to discover what we really can do, 
and to contribute as best we can to a communal enterprise. Reality is 
actually more beautiful than fantasy, and the experience of pouring 
one’s whole-hearted energy into a specific direction is truly satisfying.  
 
When I ran in competition, I ran to win. But not winning became 
predictable enough so that I had to consider carefully the motives I 
had for continuing to run. Fulfillment is filling full one’s “glass,” 
whether small or large in comparison with others’. Engaging in 
competition can lead to improvement for individuals and for society 
when it is used as a means and not as an end in itself. Circumstances 
place limits on us: health, education, living situation, and 
environment. But nothing can prevent any one of us from applying the 
energies we have – little or great – to running around a track or 
raising a child, or organizing a group to feed the hungry.  
 
I am pleased with what I learned, but happy to no longer be wearing 
track shoes. 
